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Once perceived here as a sunset industry, fortune has been smiling brightly on the marine and offshore sector in
recent years. As global trade volume surges, it has been a pleasantly busy time for the business of shipping, as
vessels carry raw materials from one continent and finished products to another.
This, in turn, has led to a corresponding growth in demand for supporting services needed by the industry. It takes
more than just fuel oil to keep the world’s fleet running. The crew manning the ships cannot survive on bunker; they
are also consumers of food and drinks. The ships also need to replace worn out equipment and tools and mechanical
parts.
With the gamut of individual items required by the ships when they call at the ports,  it is not difficult to imagine the
inefficiency if the items are to be bought one by one. This has given rise to so-called ship chandlers that source for
and supply the various items needed by the ship, with an order list already fulfilled and ready for delivery even
before tugboats gently nudge the ships towards their designated berths. Not much time can be wasted, as the
length of a ship’s stay at the port is usually determined by how quickly cargo can be unloaded and new cargo taken
on. 
Salt water in his blood
Amos International (http://www.amos-sg.com/), a home grown company in this trade, is one such service provider
within this competitive industry, where service levels and ties between customers and suppliers can matter more
strongly than anything else. Yet, with less than a decade of history, the company has already won over some 400
customers, serving them from more than 100,000 sq ft of warehousing and office space.
For Danny Lien, founder of Amos International, being in this demanding business, dealing with customers calling from
different time zones, wasn’t what he initially wanted. His father, who was also from the marine industry, told him
that his blood is filled with salt water. Yet, “I felt this wasn’t my calling. I wanted to be a pilot, and if I didn’t qualify,
I want to be an investment banker,” said Lien at a recent talk held at Singapore Management University, organised
by SMU’s Institute of Innovation and Entrepreneurship
(http://www.smu.edu.sg/institutes/IIE/About%20IIE/iie_landing_page.asp). “Anyway, here I am now,” he quipped.
Lien made it sound simple. It was not. Following a couple of other companies and joint ventures in the same industry
where he experienced partnerships both good and bad, he founded Amos International seven years ago, taking its
place in this global industry where there are many much bigger names around, each boasting decades or even
centuries of history.
The company might be young, but under Lien’s leadership, it has already picked up a string on awards and
certifications firmly establishing its position as a serious player within this industry. The list includes ISO
certifications like ISO9001 and ISO14001, acknowledging Amos International’s ability to meet international processes
and standards, as well as Singapore Quality Class, Singapore Promising Brands and Fastest Growing 50 Companies
and so on.
Many self-starting entrepreneurs relish in saying how they earned their degree from “The School of Hard Knocks”,
with the somewhat gleeful implication that street smarts earned the hard way, to them, is more important and useful
than the piece of paper. Not Lien, who last year was awarded his MBA from the University of Chicago, no less. He
was also among the winners in the 2009 Entrepreneur of the Year Award, jointly organised by the Rotary Club and
the Association of Small and Medium Enterprises. After 25 years spent running and growing his own businesses, Lien,
has distilled his ideas and beliefs on entrepreneurship into a series of “Rs”.
Relationship
First, is the importance of cultivating and building various types of relationships. In between leaving his previous
company and starting Amos International, Lien agreed to a six-month long non-compete clause. In any business, half
a year away away from the action seems almost like an eternity. Some of his friends suggested loopholes for Lien to
exploit, such as registering the new company under another person’s name. The man did not waver. “If you honour
your contracts, people will honour you as well, for they will see you as a person of integrity,” he said. This is
especially so in business, for the community wants to deal with people that can be trusted.
From the foundation of this trust, Lien was able to solidify his relationships with his business associates, building ties
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and links beyond just buying and selling, but at a more personal level. Why are these relationships useful?
“Transactions between companies might go wrong. But, when you have in place a relationship, you will have the
opportunity to talk to them, and they will be more willing to listen. When you make mistakes, they will give you the
opportunity to make good, as they know they themselves will also make mistakes. When you don’t care about the
relationship, you are only as good as your last job. You can do ten good things, but if you do something wrong
tomorrow, you are out. With a good relationship, many things can be solved,” said Lien.
The relationship building and cultivating, as practiced by Lien, is not limited to his clients and suppliers. “You also
need friends who form the support group beyond the family. You can then bounce ideas off them, and they are
people whom you can speak openly and truthfully on things you need to hear, rather than what you want to hear,”
he said. Lien also believes that the people within his company are the biggest “differentiators”. “A company name is
just a company name, but, building relationships with colleagues is important. Think of them as your internal
customers: they are the ones who execute the plans for you. Any business or battle plan is useless if there isn’t
anyone who will execute it for you. If your internal customers are not happy, how can they make your customers
happy?” he reasoned.
Reputation
Lien fully agrees with an advertising tagline from Charles Schwab, an American broker, “Trust is earned, not sold”.
One way of doing so is to avoid taking short cuts. It is indeed tempting to cut some corners in business and Lien
himself succumbed to it before. After the company relocated to a more remote area, Lien gave his employees a
transport allowance. However, the allowance did not come with the mandatory Central Provident Fund contribution
that employers here need to give. While most of his employees were alright with this arrangement, some were not,
and a complaint was lodged. Lien ended up paying a hefty sum in fines, back pay and interest. “It was an expensive
lesson,” he said.
There are of course also the positive aspects on the path to earning reputations. “You need to benchmark yourself
against the best, so that you know where you are, what I need to do, how I can subsequently close and gap and
then overtake. We always benchmark ourselves with industry standards,” he said.
Resilience
No one forces business owners to take this journey, and if they want to continue doing so, they also need to have
resilience, for there will be plenty of obstacles and setbacks along the way. “You will face lots of rejections, many
people will tell you ‘no’,” said Lien.
Banks, with a reputation -- rightly or wrongly deserved so -- as fair weather friends, are not the only sources of
rejection. Customers have also tested Lien’s resilience too. There were some who promised to give him some
business, but when he told them he was ready for it, they would hesitate and could only manage to say “stay in
touch”. He has also faced rejections hiring. “I have been courting this guy, whom I hired in my previous company.
Seven years on, he still has this mental block about joining new companies. So, don’t be discouraged when they say
no,” said Lien.
Realism
For Lien, his third R is realism. “You need to be realistic in what you do, you need to know your limitations,” he said.
When he started out back in 1991, he had only $20,000 in paid up capital, registered as a sole proprietor. Some
suppliers thus demanded cash payment instead of extending credit as they usually do. Of course, there were also
others who behaved differently, allowing Lien the fighting chance to get going. Yet, he knows the last thing he
wants to do is to take on every business opportunity in sight. “There are many business opportunities that will come
along, don’t spread yourself too thin, as you will lose focus,” he said.
There is also a need to have some discipline and not get too sentimental. For example, some hard decisions should
be made on whether or not to get out of under-performing businesses. “A lot of time, we get sentimental. But, do
not throw good money after bad money, you need to really focus and say, ‘the time and money invested is not going
me the ROI (return on investments), so I better cut,” said Lien.
Recreation
The last, and most recent “R” that Lien added, was recreation. To some business owners, setting time aside for
recreational activities – the deals struck over 18 holes not included – is a waste of time. Not for Lien, who, despite
his trim and fit appearance, candidly shared that he went through a quadruple bypass just last year. “I could have
died anytime,” he said. Quite too often, in their eagerness to succeed quickly, many business owners find
themselves burning out even quicker. “I wanted to retire when I am 35 years old, I missed that, so I tried 45, I also
missed that, so I am now trying 55 and I haven’t miss that yet,” quipped Lien.
Clearly, he believes it is important to balance health and wealth, for being healthy gives him more opportunities to
enjoy what he has earned. “It is no good if you have all the money but someone is spending it for you,” he quipped.
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However, to Lien, recreation is more than just having relaxation and fun. “It is a time for me to step back and
consolidate my thoughts. You need to know, where am I going now?” he explained.
It is perhaps correct to say that even if Lien has not reached his ‘destination’, he already has a crystal clear idea
how he can go about making the voyage. He thrives by this quote “I am the master of my destiny, and the captain
of my soul.”
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